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Studies have suggested that ethnic/racial identity serves an important role in the lives of 
African American women, influencing wellbeing. Further, research has suggested that 
ethnic/racial identity is a developmental process that unfolds across the lifespan. However, few 
studies with African American women and girls have examined how racial identity may function 
across developmental stages as well as potential implications for self-beliefs and psychological 
well-being. The current study addresses three specific questions: (1) Is there variation in 
ethnic/racial identity across developmental stages?; (2) Does the relationship between 
ethnic/racial identity and self-beliefs (general; academic) vary between African American 
adolescent girls and emerging adult women?; and (3) Does the association between ethnic/racial 
identity and well-being vary between African American adolescent girls and emerging adult 
women?  Using a sample of emerging adults and adolescents, this investigation examines the 
relationships among racial identity, self-beliefs, and well-being. Study participants were 122 
African American adolescent girls (M= 12.42; SD= 1.07; Range 11-15 years) and 158 African 
American emerging adult women (M= 21.49; SD= 3.19; Range 18-29 years). Analyses indicated 
that, while there was no significant difference in the level of racial centrality, public and private 
regard varied across developmental stages. In addition, results suggest that racial identity, 
including how they are related to self-beliefs and wellbeing, may vary across adolescence and 
emerging adulthood. 





Over time there has been an increased need for the well-being of African American girls 
and women to be studied more closely. This has become apparent due to the increasing mental 
health concerns of African American girls and women in comparison to girls and women of 
other races. The alarming differences in mental health concerns compared to other races raises 
the question, does racial identity play a role in the well-being of African American girls and 
women? This study will address this question, however through a developmental perspective.  
 A developmental perspective is important while analyzing this matter, as research has 
shown a positive correlation between adolescent well-being and measures of well-being in 
adulthood stages (Hoyt, Chase-Lansdale, McDade, & Adam, 2012). This could suggest that the 
experiences that individuals have at an early age, can affect well-being in later stages of life. In 
this current study, measures of well-being will include self-beliefs such as self-esteem and 
academic self-beliefs, as well as mental health. Considering the research that suggests a 
relationship between adolescent well-being and adulthood well-being, a developmental lens is 
beneficial while investigating the relationship between racial identity and well-being of African 
American girls and women.  
Although many studies have investigated the relationship between racial identity and 
well-being, few have examined this relationship amongst African American girls and women, 
and even fewer have examined how these relationships vary through developmental stages. This 
study will attempt to analyze racial identity and its development among African American 




The Well-Being of African American Girls and Women 
 African American girls and women are disproportionately impacted by mental health 
concerns/issues. For example, studies show that there are implications for African American 
girl’s well-being in school contexts. More specifically, adultification bias, a racial bias where 
minority children are perceived as older, and as a result receive harsher punishments, has been 
affecting African American girls greatly (Epstein, Blake & Gonzales, 2017). Furthermore, 
research has shown that African American girls tend to be perceived as less innocent than their 
Caucasian peers (Epstein, Blake & Gonzales, 2017). In addition, according to a recent study: 
“Trends of suicidal behaviors among high school students in the United States (Lindsey, Sheftall, 
Xiao & Joe, 2019), suicide attempt rates among African American girls has accelerated at faster 
rates in comparison to girls of other races. These findings suggest that the larger racial context is 
important for understanding the wellbeing of African American girls and women.  
What is Ethnic/Racial Identity? 
Ethnic/racial identity (ERI) can be defined as an individual’s belonging to their racial 
group as well as their beliefs regarding their racial group membership (Cross, 1991; Phinney, 
1990; Sellers et al., 1998). ERI plays a large role in African American’s lives, as it has been 
found to influence an individual’s self-esteem, well-being, as well as their academic confidence. 
ERI can be measured through many different dimensions, however, this study will 
specifically focus on three components of ERI which are; Racial Centrality, Private Regard, and 
Public Regard. Racial centrality can be defined as the extent to which an individual finds their 
race central or important to their identity. Public regard is how an individual believes that other 
races perceive their own racial group. Private regard refers to how an individual perceives their 
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own racial group. These specific components of ERI have specifically been linked to positive 
outcomes for African American girls and women (Hurd et al., 2012). More specifically these 
dimensions have been linked to positive mental health, self-esteem, and academic self-beliefs.  
Ethnic/Racial Identity and Self-esteem  
 
According to Silva & Smith (2011), for adolescents, ERI has a positive relationship with 
self-esteem. In addition, in a longitudinal study done by Phinney & Chavira (1992), it was found 
that self-esteem and ethnic identity have a significant positive correlation. In other words, 
increased measures of ERI seem to lead to increased self-esteem. This relationship continued to 
be significant over a three-year span. Thus, ERI seems to be a strong predictor of self-esteem in 
both adolescents and emerging adults.  
 
Ethnic/Racial Identity and Academic Beliefs and Achievement 
 
Previous studies have found that adolescent students with a higher sense of ERI also have 
more self-confidence in their academic abilities. These results suggest a positive correlation 
between racial identity and academic beliefs (Martinez & Dukes, 1997). Further, according to a 
meta-analysis that investigated the relationship between ethnic/racial identity and academic 
achievement, many studies have in fact found a significant positive correlation between ERI and 
academic achievement, although the effect size varies according to race (Miller-Cotto & Byrnes, 
2016). This same meta-analysis found that this correlation weakens as the participant’s age 
decreases (Miller-Cotto & Byrnes, 2016). In other words, ERI is a stronger predictor of academic 
achievement for adults than it is for adolescents. 
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Ethnic/Racial Identity and Well-being 
Previous studies have defined well-being as the combination of an individual’s self-
esteem, purpose in life, and self-confidence in their academic abilities (Martinez and Dukes, 
1970). Furthermore, it has been found that ethnic/racial identity is positively correlated with each 
of these measures of well-being for students of color  (Martinez and Dukes, 1970). In this current 
study, two measures of well-being will be used; self-beliefs and mental health. Self-beliefs 
include self-esteem, as well as academic self-beliefs and mental health refers to depressive 
symptoms an individual may experience.  
Identity Development in Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood 
 Occurring between the ages of 10-16, adolescence has been seen to be a critical stage in 
terms of identity development. During this stage, individuals begin to grasp abstract concepts 
such as philosophies and morals and tend to pull away from their parents in order to explore their 
own identity. In addition, during this stage, it seems that individuals tend to become sensitive to 
how the world views them, and it is common for individuals of this age group to begin making 
comparisons and noticing differences between themselves to others (MedlinePlus Medical 
Encyclopedia, 2020) 
Another developmental stage that seems to be critical to identity development is 
Emerging Adulthood, occurring between the ages of 18-25. During this stage, individuals 
become more independent in terms of their responsibilities, decisions, and finances (Arnett, 
2000, pp. 473; Roberts, O’Donnell, & Robins, 2004). Further, this is also a period where identity 
exploration becomes more apparent and important (Arnett, 2000). In addition, individuals at this 
age also experience an increase in personal responsibilities and societal demands such as family 
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and/or school/work responsibilities, as well as an exploration of the future (e.g., goals; 
aspirations; potential barriers, etc.).  
 Because these stages are typically filled with insight, increased independence, and other 
events critical to identity development, it is practical to analyze these stages in relation to 
ethnic/racial identity development.   
Goals of the Study 
Because studies have suggested that racial identity is linked to positive beliefs and 
psychological well-being, it is important to understand how an individual’s racial identity 
changes through developmental stages and how that variation may affect other aspects of life. 
The aim of this current study is to gain more insight and to overall get a better understanding of 
how the relationship between racial identity and self-beliefs and well-being.  Further, this 
investigation uses 2 samples to examine differences between African American adolescents and 
young adults. We use the Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity (MMRI; Sellers et al., 
1998), which addresses identity-related functions that are unique to the African American 
experience.  Importantly, this model allows for individual variation in one’s subjective 
definitions of what it means to be African American and places no value judgments regarding 
healthy or unhealthy identities (Sellers, et al., 1998). The MMRI also underscores the importance 
of conceptualizing and measuring racial identity as a multidimensional construct. Two 
dimensions of the MMRI utilized in the current study are—1) the significance individuals place 
on race in defining themselves (e.g., racial centrality) and 2) feelings toward their racial group 
membership (e.g., racial regard). Racial centrality refers to the extent to which an individual’s 
race is an important component of his or her self-concept. Racial regard characterizes an 
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individual’s affective and evaluative judgment of their race and consists of both a private (e.g., 
personal feelings about membership in their racial group) and public (e.g., perceptions of how 
others view their racial group) component. Specific research questions are as follows: 
1. Does racial identity vary between adolescents and emerging adults? 
2. Does the relationship between racial identity and self-esteem vary between adolescents 
and emerging adults? 
3.  Does the relationship between racial identity and academic confidence vary between 
adolescents and emerging adults? 
4.  Does the relationship between racial identity and well-being vary between adolescents 
and emerging adults? 
METHOD 
Sample 1 (Adolescent) 
Participants 
The data presented in this study are part of a larger cross-sectional study that focused on 
the familial, peer, and school experiences of middle school adolescents. Participants were 122 
self-identified African American adolescent girls (M= 12.2 years; SD= 1.02) residing in a 
medium-sized Midwestern city. Forty-three percent of the total sample was in 7th grade, with 
28% and 29% of participants in 6th and 8th grades, respectively. Approximately 41% reported 
that their current grade point average was a B average or higher.  Forty-four percent of the 





         Students were recruited from two school districts that were chosen for their racial and 
economic diversity. Both school districts were racially mixed with 59% African American, 37% 
European American, 2% Hispanic, and 1% Asian American being the racial/ethnic breakdown. 
In addition to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, school district officials authorized 
recruitment and survey administration protocols before data collection began. Students were 
recruited during their homeroom class period. Trained personnel consisting of graduate and 
undergraduate research assistants distributed letters and consent forms detailing the study 
purpose and procedures. Students were notified that signed consent forms, including a brief 
demographic survey, must be returned by their parent/guardian before participation in this 
investigation. Response rates for School District 1 and District 2 were 34% and 19%, 
respectively. Eighty-nine percent of the returned consent forms gave parental permission for 
adolescents’ participation in this investigation. Data collection occurred during times that were 
convenient for the school staff (e.g., homeroom period). Survey administration took place in 
groups of 10-15 participants. Two trained research assistants were assigned to each group to read 
instructions and clarify any potential questions to study participants. Before completing the study 
survey, all participants were notified that their participation in this study was voluntary and that 
their responses will be confidential. The questionnaires took approximately 50 minutes for 
students to complete. After completion, participants were compensated for their participation 
with a $10 gift card/certificate. 
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Sample 2 (Emerging Adult) 
 Participants 
         This study is part of a larger, university-based investigation exploring the college 
experiences of African American emerging adults. One hundred seventy African American 
students attending college at a Predominantly White Institution (PWI) in the Southeastern United 
States were included in the present study. Students ranged in age from 18 to 25 years, with 20.05 
(SD = 2.34) years being the mean age for the entire sample. 
 Procedure 
         After obtaining human subjects approval through the University’s Internal Review Board 
(IRB), participants of the current study were recruited from two Universities in the Southeastern 
region of the United States through the psychology participant pool and student email listservs. 
After completing the study, participants received compensation through Psychology course 
credits or in the form of a gift card (worth $10). All participants who elected to participate in the 
study completed a web-based survey, which took approximately 45 to 60 minutes to complete. 
Participants were given informed consent forms, which explained the broad goals of the study 
and informed them that their responses would be completely anonymous. Additionally, 
participants were informed that their participation was completely voluntary and they could 
withdraw from the study without penalty at any time. 
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Measures (Study 1 and 2) 
Ethnic-Racial Identity 
Adolescent Sample. The Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity-Teen scale (MIBI-
T) was used to measure adolescents’ racial identity beliefs (Scottham, Sellers, & Nguyen, 2008). 
Three subscales of three items each were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (really 
disagree) to 5 (really agree): racial centrality, private regard, and public regard. The racial 
centrality subscale (3 items; alpha = .73) captured the importance of one’s race to the definition 
of self (e.g., “I feel close to other Black people”). The private regard subscale (3 items; alpha = 
.87) measured feelings towards one's own racial group (e.g., “I am happy that I am Black). 
Lastly, the public regard subscale (3 items; alpha = .79) assessed beliefs about how others 
perceived members of their race (e.g., “People think that Blacks are as good as people from other 
races”). Scores on the three subscales reflect higher levels of each construct. 
 Emerging Adult Sample.  Ethnic-Racial identity was measured using Sellers, Rowley, 
Chavous, Shelton, and Smith’s (1997) Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity scale 
(MIBI). For the current investigation, the centrality and regard subscales are utilized. Items were 
evaluated using a 5-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree). Both subscales 
of private regard were utilized in this investigation—1) Public Regard and 2) Private Regard. 
The Private regard subscale (6 items; α = .79) assesses an individual’s feelings toward their 
racial group (e.g., “Black people are great achievers.”). The Public regard subscale (6 items; α = 
.66) measures perceptions of how others view African Americans (e.g., “Black people are 
considered good by people of other races.”). The Centrality subscale (8 items; α = .72) assesses 
the extent to which a person defines her/himself with regard to race (e.g., “I have a strong sense 
of belonging to Black people.”).  Appropriate items were reverse coded, and means were 
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calculated for each of the three subscales. Final scores on the three subscales reflect higher levels 
of each construct. 
 
Self-esteem 
 Ten items from the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES; 1965) assessed students’ 
global self-esteem (e.g., “I take a positive attitude toward myself.”; “I feel I am a person of 
worth, at least on an equal basis with others.”). The scale ranged from 1(strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). In the present study, reliability for this scale was adequate (á = .74). The RSES 
has been used previously with African American adolescent female populations and 
demonstrated the reliability of .79 (Salazar, Wingood, DiClemente, Lang, & Harrington, 2004). 
Academic Self-esteem 
Academic self-esteem was measured using the school subscale from Hare’s 
multidimensional Self-Esteem Scale (Hare, 1977). This 10-item subscale (Hare, 1977) was utilized 
to measure students’ sense of self-importance in their classes (e.g., “I am an important person in 
my classes.”; “I am usually proud of my grades.”), and self-concept of ability (e.g., “I am as good 
as other people in my classes.”). The scale ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
The Hare Self-Esteem Scale has been used with African American populations (Cunningham, 
Hurley, Foney, & Hayes, 2002) and has demonstrated reliability of .76 (Hare, 1981). The reliability 
for the present investigation was .73. 
Academic Confidence  
(Greene & Miller, 1993). This 5-item measure, in which participants use a scale ranging 
from 1(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), assessed the extent to which students are confident 
in their academic abilities (e.g., “I am confident I can perform as well or better than others in the 
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school.”, “I think I am doing better than other students in school.”). Previous research has 
demonstrated the reliability and validity of this scale with an adolescent sample (Miller, Greene, 
Montalvo, Ravindran, & Nichols, 1996). The reliability coefficient for this investigation was .79. 
 
Psychological Well-Being 
 Depressive symptoms assessed psychological well-being and was measured with the 
Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977; 20 items). 
Participants responded on a 5-point scale (1 = rarely/none of the time; 5 = most/all of the time) 
how true each statement was during the past week (e.g., I feel that everything I did was an effort; 





Research Question #1A & 1B:  
 
Paired t-tests were calculated and results indicated some differences between adolescent 
girls and emerging adult women. Regarding racial centrality, there was no statistical difference 
between adolescent girls (M = 3.56) and emerging adult women (M = 3.63). As shown in Table 
1, analyses revealed differences in public and private regard. In comparison to adolescent girls 
(M = 4.21), emerging adult women (M = 4.61) reported greater private regard. Adolescent girls 


























In addition, paired t-tests indicated that emerging adult women (M=4.92) had 
significantly higher self-esteem than the adolescent girls (M = 3.81). Analysis also showed that 
emerging adult women (M = 4.2) had significantly higher academic self-beliefs than adolescent 
girls (M= 3.95).  On the other hand, adolescent girls (M=1.83) reported more depressive 

















Research Question #2A & #2B:  
 
Regression analyses provided some support that the relationship between racial identity 
and well-being varied by adolescent girls and emerging adult women. Among adolescent girls, 
private regard was associated with greater self-esteem (B= .24, p < .05). Also, for adolescent 
girls, public regard was associated with more positive academic self-beliefs (B= .36, p < .01). 
For emerging adult women, centrality was associated with greater depressive symptoms (B= -
.22, p < .05).  
 
DISCUSSION 
African American Emerging Adult Women 
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We found that the African American (AA) emerging adult women had significantly 
higher Private Regard than the adolescent girls, which means that the AA emerging adult women 
thought more positively about African Americans than the AA adolescent girls did. In addition, 
we also found that the AA emerging adult women had significantly higher self-esteem and 
academic self-beliefs than the AA adolescent girls. Although results show that the AA emerging 
adult women had higher private regard and also higher self-beliefs than the adolescents, data 
analysis found no significant positive relationship between private regard and self-beliefs for AA 
emerging adults. This finding or lack thereof could be due to the fact that emerging adulthood is 
characterized by self-focus (Munsey, 2006), meaning that AA emerging adults' feelings about 
their racial group may not influence their self-beliefs, as individuals in this stage tend to be 
focused on themselves.  
An interesting finding regarding AA emerging adult women was that there was a 
significant negative correlation between racial centrality and mental health outcomes. This 
means that for the AA emerging adult women who’s race was more central to their identity, 
seemed to have poorer mental health outcomes. This is interesting because normally, one would 
imagine the opposite; that racial centrality would be positively related to mental health. This 
finding could possibly reflect the race-related experiences that the participants endured on their 
Predominantly White Institutions. Furthermore, individuals who have higher centrality, also tend 
to be more aware of how their race is treated in society. This knowledge could result in the 
poorer mental health outcomes that were reported in this study.  
 
African American Adolescent Girls 
17 
 
For AA adolescent girls, the results suggest that they had higher Public Regard than the 
AA emerging adult women, meaning that the adolescents believed that other races view AA 
more positively than the emerging adult women believed. This may be because younger 
individuals tend to be less aware of their surroundings and of how society may perceive them.  
Furthermore, results also showed a significant positive correlation between Public Regard and 
Academic Beliefs for AA adolescent girls. In other words, AA adolescent girls who perceived 
that other racial groups viewed African Americans positively, also reported more positive 
academic beliefs. Research suggests that adolescent individuals tend to become sensitive to how 
the world views them during this stage  (MedlinePlus Medical Encyclopedia, 2020). This could 
be a possible explanation of why AA adolescent girls tend to have more positive academic self-
beliefs if they think that others also have positive beliefs about them.  We also found that African 
American adolescent girls who felt more positively about their racial group (private regard) also 
reported higher self-esteem.  
Our findings that measures of racial identity are related to positive self-beliefs for AA 
adolescent girls are consistent with previous literature. This information can be very beneficial 
when thinking about AA adolescent girls in a school setting. More specifically, the finding that 
there is a significant positive correlation between public regard and academic self-beliefs 
suggests that if AA adolescent girls are aware of negative feelings or stereotypes that exist about 
their racial group, they may be less confident in their academic abilities. This is why it is 
important for schools to embrace racial identity and create safe and inclusive spaces for their 






Overall, the results suggest that wellbeing may look different across developmental 
stages and speak to how we address African American girls’ and women’s wellbeing across the 
lifespan. From the results of this study, we should acknowledge that well-being can be better 
understood from a racial and cultural lens. African American girls and women have unique 
experiences, which lead to unique well-being outcomes. Considering this, one should realize that 
race and culture can impact one’s well-being greatly. In addition, the results of this study also 
posit that a developmental perspective is important to understand racial identity and wellbeing 
among African American girls and women.  
Limitations & Future Directions  
This study uses data from two different groups of students; adolescent students and 
emerging adult students. Considering that we are using data from two different groups, rather 
than following the same group of students over time, the extent to which we can generalize the 
findings is limited. Because of this, future research regarding this topic should have a 
longitudinal design. Additionally, this study focused on only a few measures of well-being. 
Examining a broader range of well-being measures would be beneficial to future studies, as this 
would provide a more accurate representation of psychological well-being. Last, this study 
focused on the intersection of African Americans and the female gender. Examining other 
identity intersections may result in interesting or beneficial findings. Overall, this topic would 
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